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DOMESDAY BOOK

The Ultimate in Inventories

"He caused the survey to be made so narrowly that
there was not a single hide or yardland, nor—
shameful to relate—was there an ox or a cow or a
swine left out, that was not set down in writing."
Taxpayer's Lament

By J. A. Maxtone Graham
Imagine taking an inventory of a whole
country of 50,000 square miles: a country sparsely inhabited by newly conquered and hostile natives with no education, whose many thick local dialects
were unintelligible to the conquerors;
a country without maps or signposts,
whose best roads were twisting, muddy
tracks; a country where measures of
value, weight and area were subject to
all sorts of localized variations in meaning; a country whose ruler required a
detailed list of every parish, castle, abbey, mill, fishery, house and cottage; of
every family of whatever social rank; of
every cow, OK, hog and horse—in an
era almost completely devoid of written
property records.
Yet, such an astonishing compilation
—the Domesday Book—was indeed
achieved, its conception was publicly
announced by King William I of England at Christmas, in 10S5. Within the
amazing time of seven months, the
King's assessors had visited every part
of England, had asked millions of detailed questions of thousands of inhabitants, had written down the answers,
collated them into rough drafts, and
had delivered these to clerks for the
formation of an amazingly comprehensive document.
William, bastard son of a French
Duke by the daughter of a humble tanner, believed that he was the rightful
heir to King Edward the Confessor,
who sat 011 the English throne. On Edward's death in 1066, however, Harold
II claimed the crown. That September,
an irate William invaded England; on
October 28th he utterly defeated the
Engl is li at Hastings, and Harold was
killed by an arrow. A giant of a man,
William the Conqueror was an energetic administrator of his new kingdom.
Like many of the newly rich, he gave
extravagant grants of land to his Norman supporters; like the newly rich,
too, he soon wished to know exactly
how rich he was.
In the feudal system, all land theoretically was owned by the King; the
dukes, earls, barons, knights and lowerranking citizens such as bordars, cottars
and villeins, held their land as "fiefs"

from their superiors. They paid Tent in
money or 111 kind. In addition, they were
liable to service, particularly military
service, to their superiors. Ultimately, a
proportion of the tribute—in money, or
kind, or service—was supposed to percolate through to the King, But during
the nineteen years of William's reign,
his seizing of land from English owners,
and his gifts to his Norman supporters
and to the Church, had left land tenure
in unrecorded chaos. Putting this situation right—and thus ensuring that the
correct taxes were paid, and to the right
person—was William's strongest reason
for undertaking such an inventory.

The Domesday Book, then, was William's attempt to sort things out, to list
who held what, and from whom, and
at what rent. (The hook was not entitled
"Domesday;" that nickname came later,
according to an early chronicler, "bicause it spared no man, but nidged all
men indifferently, as the Lord in that
great day will do.") The contemporary
term was a "description," which meant
literally a writing-down. What William
intended was essentially a financial document—although in those bartering
days goods or services often took the
place of actual coinage. As far as possible, money values were given throughout—but in the form of annual rentals,
since capital value of property was a
concept then scarcely considered.
The inquisitors were directed to fine!
out: the name of each estate; who held
it; the area; the number of plows; the
number of villeins, cottars, slaves, freemen and tenants; the areas of wood,
meadow and pasture; the number of
mills and fishponds; the number of
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carucate—as much as can be plowed in
a season by eight oxen—was the standard. In Kent, they measured land in
"sulungs," which were probably about
two hides in extent.
Despite the appalling difficulties of
traveling—and three of the seven 111011 t!is
of compilation were during the unspeakable mire of a medieval English winter
—the King's men did, by the standards
of the clay, a thorough job. They traveled as a group of half a dozen or so,
often headed by a Bishop, and supported by a couple of monks and some
clerks. They arrived in the village or the
market town and explained the novel
idea of the survey to the local sheriff, A
court was set up; a jury was appointed
to decide on the many cases of disputed
owner ship-half the jurymen French,
half of them English. Then, on oath, the
witnesses declared that such-and-such
a manor extended to a certain number
of hides; as far as could be remembered,
it had belonged to X before the Conquest, but then the King had seized it
and granted it to Y. The clerk took it all
down, in Latin. Here is the translation
of a typical entry, for Pipeminster, in
Somerset:

for 1 5 hides. Twenty ploughs can
plough these 15 hides. The bishop has
five hides there and two ploughs on the
demesne; and the villagers have 10
hides and 14 pi on gits. There the hi shop
has 17 villagers and 8 borders and four
slaves and 1 swineherd and 1 rouncey
and 20 pigs and ,38 goats and 1 mill
which renders 1 6 pence and 400 acres
of wood and 6 acres of meadow and 400
acres of pasture. This renders £ 16 and
when the bishop received it £ 13.

cows, oxen and pigs. All this information had to be gleaned for the current
year. 1086; it also had to be recorded
retrospectively, giving the situation in
the days of Edward the Confessor; and
again for the year that William granted
the land to its present holder. Thus a
farmer had to search his memory for
obscure facts like the number of oxen
his father owned twenty years before.
In other ways, too, the whole affair
was an accountant's nightmare. Land
values were normally given in pounds,
shillings and pence—although there
were no coins representing pounds or
shillings. Over most (if England there
were officially 20 pence to the ounce,
but in the East where the Danes were
dominant, there were 16. Some money
values were given in silver marks, worth
1 3 shillings and 4 pence, or in gold
marks worth £ 6 . You could take £ 6 5
worth of apparently good coinage, but
by the time it was "burned and weighed"
(i.e. assayed), its value could have
shrunk to £.50. All these differences
had to be taken into account when calculating rentals. Again, rents were often
given in kind, making totals hard to
figure: like 3,000 loaves of bread; quantities of plowshares; hawks and hogs;
cheese, wine and honey; a bloom (bar)
of iron. One female landowner received
an annual rent of " 1 8 ounces of pence,
that her heart might be glad."
Land measures, too, were confusing.
The basic unit was the "hide," which
was supposed to be enough to support
one family—120 sections of land each of
a size that could be plowed in a day.
Since light soil could be worked much
more quickly than heavy clay, there
were infinite variations in the exact definition of a hide. In the Danish-influenced parts of eastern England, the
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In the finished book, entries were
much abbreviated; Pipeminster comes
out thus:
The said bishop holds
Pipeminster,
Archbishop Stigand held it and paid
geld for 1 5 hides. There is land for 20
ploughs. Of it 5 hides are in demesne
and there are 2 ploughs and 17 villagers and 8 bordars with 14
ploughs.
There are 6 acres of meadow and 400
acres of pasture and. as many acres of
wood. It was worth £ J 3 ; no it' £ .16.

British farmers today must fill in a
complicated compulsory form twice a
year answering a hundred questions
about their cropping and stocking. They
The bishop has 1 mansio which is called grumble about the bureaucracy of it.
Pipeminster which Archbishop Stigand So, presumably, did their predecessors
held on the day on which King Edward 900 years ago. Could it matter so much
was alive and dead, and rendered geld if they owned two slaves or four, 20

goats or 40? One question in particular
gave trouble everywhere—the area of
land. Time after time, manorial descriptions contain the words "Terra est" (the
land is) followed by a blank space that
was seldom filled in.
Land holdings in a district wore almost invariably arranged in. the same
order: first, the lands held directly by
the King; then, those of the Church,
with archbishops, of course, preceding
lesser churchmen; then the land of earls,
followed by the property of other citizens of progressively lower rank. Wornen, even high-ranking w o m e n like
countesses, were invariably listed last.
The first three counties to be completed
were Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex. These
contain, by far, the most detail of the
whole work; in fact, when the King's

officials saw its huge bulk, they foresaw
that a similar extensive 11 ess over the
whole country won Id result in a compilation of u n m a n a g e a b l e size, and
promptly ordered drastic primings in
the descriptions of subsequent counties.
Apparently, the deadline did not allow time for completion of the monumental work. Descriptions of London
and of Winchester (then England's capital) did not appear, although space
was left for them. The entry for the
county of Dorset ends in mid-sentence,
as though the clerk had had the manuscript snatched from him by an impatient collector. All the same, considering
the working conditions, the King's men
did a superlative job. Well before the
end of the year 1086, the Domesday
Book was ready to show to King W i t
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liam. With its initial chapter letters
handsomely embellished in scarlet ink,
the same that was used to underline the
more important names, it ran in all to
834 pages of vellum and parchment,
tightly packed with the compressed anatomy of a country. And, although incomplete and sometimes inaccurate, it
served as a first and basic list of English
property—and centuries later, was still
being consulted by law courts in territorial disputes. Today it may be seen
by visitors in the Public Record Office
in Chancery Lane, London.
Accustomed as the people of Haskins
& Sells are to the observing of complicated inventories, just visualize the task.
The country, slightly larger than Maine;
the population, about the same, but
largely hostile, ignorant, illiterate, and
unable to speak the language of the survey. You may use only horses or your
feet; there are no roads, no signposts,
no maps. N o written records of the
place exist. You must start from scratch,
and by the end of seven months produce
a final comprehensive volume showing
the ownership of every plot of land, its
annual value, and the farm animals,
houses and people upon it. It would be
a challenging assignment, even today.
HARVESTING

J . A. Max tone Graham is a freelance
writer and trout fisherman living in the
English village of
Streadey-on-Thames,
which is mentioned in the Domesday
Book. His grandfather founded the Edinburgh firm of Maxtone Graham 6Sime, Chartered Accountants, But Mr.
Graham claims to be able to add only
up to 6 pounds 12 ounces, the weight of
his heaviest trout so far.

